On the Signification in Song of Solomon by 姜博
 
学校编码：10384                              分类号_______密级 ______ 





硕 士 学 位 论 文 
On the Signification in Song of Solomon 
论《所罗门之歌》中的喻指 
姜  博 
指导教师姓名： 周 郁 蓓  副 教 授  
专 业 名 称： 英 语 语 言 文 学  
论文提交日期： 2 0 0 9 年 4 月  
论文答辩时间： 2 0 0 9 年 3 月  
学位授予日期： 2 0 0 9 年    月  
 
 
答辩委员会主席：           
评    阅    人：           
 

































另外，该学位论文为（                            ）
课题（组）的研究成果，获得（               ）课题（组）














































（     ）1.经厦门大学保密委员会审查核定的保密学位论文，于   
年  月  日解密，解密后适用上述授权。 







                             声明人（签名）： 
































Toni Morrison is universally recognized as one of the greatest African American 
writers in the twentieth century. Although she received the American pattern of 
education, she adheres to the signifying tradition in African American literature. 
According to Henry Louis Gates, Jr. African American literary works signify on other 
texts. Slave narrative is the earliest written art form that uses the rhetorical strategy of 
signification. Morrison also uses this technique in her novels. Based on the theory of 
the “Signifying Monkey” generated by Gates, this thesis aims to study the 
Signification in Morrison’s third novel Song of Solomon. This thesis examines the 
novel’s repetition and revision of the tropes and of language-use in slave narratives, 
and its repetition and revision of the characterization in her first novel, The Bluest Eye. 
And the thesis comes to the conclusion that Morrison makes great contributions to 
African American literature by signifying on slave narratives and her own works. Her 
practice of signifying on slave narratives and her own works demonstrates her view of 
history. In order to understand and reconstruct the present, African American people 
need to remember the historical period when their African ancestors were enslaved.  
The introduction discusses the importance of slave narratives in African American 
literary tradition and points out Morrison’s preference for this traditional art form and 
her efforts at fitting her language to the characters. By adopting Gates’s theory, the 
metaphorical reference of images and the conflicts of African American people’s 
self-construction in the western society can be well interpreted.  
The first chapter summarizes the theoretical basis and application of Gates’s 
theory. The mythic archetype of his theory is from the Yoruba myth about Esu who 
interprets gods’ metaphorical divinations with metaphorical poems on the one hand, 
and the African American folktales about the Signifying Monkey who tricks the Lion 
and the Elephant on the other hand. Beside these myths, Gates’s theory also develops 
from but differs from modern linguistics. Gates’s theory provides an approach to study 
the how generations of African American writers repeat and revise the shared tropes 
and give different interpretations of these tropes in their literary works. Gates’s theory 
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American writers’ works. 
The second chapter focuses on the repetition and revision of the images in slave 
narratives. The first section discusses the role of Milkman. He signifies upon the image 
of flying in Yoruba mythology and in slave narrative. Ex-slave narrators account in 
details their journey to freedom and express their wishes to fly or die for freedom. In 
Song of Solomon, Milkman chooses to escape from the community at first. However, 
he takes the path to the south, recalls the track his ancestors take to the north, and 
identifies with his ancestor at last. Milkman also signifies upon the image of Esu in the 
Yoruba myth. They share the same physical feature of limping and both serve as the 
nexus. Milkman links all the characters in the novel and links the present to the past. 
The second section argues that the image of the palm-nuts which represents wisdom in 
the mythology about Esu and in slave narratives is repeated and revised into the image 
of Pilate, a wise ancestor. The third section examines the signification of the trope of 
the Talking Book. In Song of Solomon, the Talking Book is revised into the song about 
Solomon, a book that is unwritten and indeed talks to the African descendants. The 
song embodies the oral literature in African American tradition. At last Milkman learns 
the family history and involves himself emotionally in the tradition. After that he can 
inherit the signifying tradition in African American culture. Through Milkman, 
Morrison expresses her idea that the African American people cannot forget the history 
under slavery system. She suggests that African American people can only reconstruct 
the present by understanding the history and inheriting their tradition. 
The third chapter focuses on the repetition and revision of slave language 
structure. Free direct speech revises the modes of direct speech and indirect speech in 
slave narratives. The blurring of the indirect narration by the narrator and the direct 
speech of the characters arouses the reader’s emotional involvement in the novel with 
imagination. And through understatement and chiasmus, the language of this novel 
serves as the indirect way to reach the aim of social criticism.  
The fourth chapter examines Morrison’s tendency towards self-signifying. 
Milkman’s self-construction signifies on Pecola’s self-construction in The Bluest Eye. 
By depicting the characters’ self-construction under the influence of people in the 
community, Morrison aims to explore African American people’s self-construction in 















The conclusion summarizes Morrison’s practice of the signifying tradition in 
Song of Solomon and her purpose of signifying on slave narratives and her own works. 
Morrison aims to make African American people realize that understanding history is 
the best way to construct the present. 
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Toni Morrison is recognized as one of the canonical Afro-American writers in the 
twentieth century in light of her achievements in presenting unique motifs in 
complicated structure. She is praised by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. as “the most formally 
sophisticated novelist in the history of African American literature” (Gates, 1993: ix). 
The reader may feel at a loss while reading her novels at first, due to shifts between 
spaces, the past and present, and narrations by the narrator and characters. In the 
sophisticated structure her novels are coherent unity that covers a wide range of motifs, 
such as folktales, ancestry, African American superstition, parental love, and relations 
between the two genders in the community, as her novels have been reviewed in many 
literary critics. However, Morrison thinks that she just intends to tell a simple story 
with complicated characters and what is unique in her novels is the language. She says 
that “It’s always seemed to me that black people’s grace has been with what they do 
with language” (Watkins, 1994: 45). She feels ecstatic at depicting characters with the 
language that fits them. 
The language-use of African American people is theorized by Henry Louis Gates 
in his book The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-American Literary Criticism 
(1988). On the basis of Yoruba myth of Esu and African American folk songs about the 
Signifying Monkey, he explores the relation of the black vernacular tradition to the 
African American literary tradition. African American people’s figurative use of 
language can be traced in their daily life in conversations, jazz music, and “playing the 
Dozens.” Gates contends in this book that learning how to signify is often part of the 
education for African American descendants. It is the African American parents’ 
responsibility to teach their children the “classic black figures of signification”, the 
rhetorical use of language as the “linguistic masking” which “they can share with other 
black people” (Gates, 1988: 75-76). Gates also observes that several African American 
novelists’ works signify upon each other’s novels. Their works repeat and revise 
certain tropes, images, and motifs.  
As an African American descendant, Toni Morrison is especially impressed by the 
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Thus I would like to explore Morrison’s language use in her novels in order to see how 
she is following the African American tradition of signification. Then it is necessary to 
examine what her works are signifying upon. Before expounding my studying 
approach, I would like to examine firstly Morrison’s sources of creative writing.  
Morrison starts her writing by revising the experience of the persons she has met 
or the stories she has heard of. She admits in an interview that one source is “almost 
always something I heard literally, and the way I heard it.”(Jones, 1994: 182) On the 
basis of the original frame of the story, Morrison integrates the problems that she’s 
curious about into the stories by adding her creative imagination. For example, the 
initial idea for The Bluest Eye comes from Morrison’s memory of a little girl who told 
Morrison that she wanted blue eyes. The girl’s face is very dark in Morrison’s mind. 
And years later, Morrison revises the girl’s experience into a novella. In this novel, she 
probes into both the truth of beauty and the environmental factors in shaping the 
growth and maturity of a person and in African American people’s surviving in the 
white-dominated society. Another best known novel, Beloved, presents how a baby girl, 
after death, haunts her mother for the deprived love. The original basis of the story is 
that a slave mother kills her baby in order to free the baby from being enslaved. This 
novel is considered to be a good example of “neo-slave narrative,” a term coined by 
Bernard W. Bell in his The Afro-American Novel and Its Traditions (1987). Here we 
can see Morrison’s habit of writing by revising the tales she heard of. 
Another source is slave narratives, an old art form that Morrison treasures most. 
She is a good reader of slave narratives. In the interview with Robert Stepto, Morrison 
says that “I read those slave narratives─there are sometimes three or four sentences or 
half a page, each one of which could be developed in an art form, marvelous” and the 
only thing to do with this source is just to “figure out how to” (Stepto, 1994: 29). She 
does not write about images that come out of nowhere but indeed checks about the 
veracity of those images by reading those old slave narratives, images such as flying 
Africans. She says: “I did check on certain things about people who fly by reading 
those old slave narratives. It was fascinating because everybody else had heard of that 
or saw, or knew somebody who saw it” (Jones, 1994: 182). Thus she rewrites 
something that has been known or received. Morrison expresses her writing principle 
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